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Engaging Black Black Girls and Women Of
The Capital Region
A year and a half spent as an engagement journalist for Black Girls
and Women in Schenectady, New York, and the Rest of the Captial
Region (518)
By Neimra Coulibaly
Introduction :
As a Black girl growing up in Schenectady New York, many of the negative experiences I had were
rooted in misogynoir. Black girls and women sit at the intersecting identities of being Black and women
in an anti-Black, patriarchal, misogynistic society. There are certain experiences that Black women in the
United States endure due to historically negative perceptions of Black women. I didn’t have the language
to explain what I was experiencing. I did not have anyone to help me not internalize these experiences or
even put things into historical context.
Through literary works like Black Feminist Thought By Patricia Hill Collins, Women, Race, and Class
by Angela Davis, and Kimberle Crenshaw’s: Mapping the
Margins, etc, I was exposed to a whole new understanding of
myself as a Black woman existing in American society. Once I
learned about my own oppression, I was able to unlearn all the
things I internalized and believed were wrong with me.
When I decided to be a part of the engagement journalism program
at the Newmark Graduate School of Journalism at CUNY, I decided
to cover the community of Black girls and women from
Schenectady, New York, and the rest of the Capital Region or what
I call the (518). I believed that I could help bring theories rooted in
Black feminism that would help other Black girls and women from
my hometown have the tools to conceptualize their experiences and
hopefully, as a collective, cultivate solutions to help endure the
world a bit better
For the past year and a half, I have covered the community of Black
girls and women in Schenectady and the rest of the 518 through the
process of engagement. Through the numerous conversations between Black girls and women, I see how
the structures of our current society are impacting the lives of Black girls growing up. I also see how
societal structures impact the way Black women can show up and exist in the world.

As a Black woman who was raised in Schenectady, I thought it was important for me to take this time to
explore how Black girls and women from Schenectady are having real-world experiences due to social
implications of anti-Blackness, patriarchy, and misogynoir.
Throughout my time in this program, I went through different avenues to learn more about my
community.

Engagement Work? In a Pandemic? How? :
I started this graduate program in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic. When it came to engaging with
communities, digital was the only way to go. I spent a lot of time scrolling social media platforms to meet
my community where they were.

From my own interpersonal conversations with community members, I learned that Facebook is still one
of the most used social media platforms in my community. Facebook would be the main tool I used to
have an understanding of my community and what they needed when it came to news content that
mattered to them.
During the start of the program, I did a call-out on Facebook where I asked Black women from the 518 to
directly message me about any experiences they had growing up. I asked for experiences that highlighted
the moments they felt othered, disrespected, and or mistreated simply for being Black girls.
These quotes/responses were taken from the conversations I conducted in private direct messages, group
chats, and comments threads from community members on Facebook.
-

“When a traumatic situation occurs, we are not provided support.”

-

“Black women in this town are expected to find a way through each & every single way and if we
find a way that does not match up with societal norms we are harshly ridiculed.”

-

“Every time, almost every time I’m approached by a Black man he tells me I’m too pretty to be
black? socialized and assumes im mixed it is disgusting how Black men feel that Black women
can’t be beautiful this happens to me all the time.”

-

“Non-black women don’t scare me or make me feel unsafe but I often feel belittled by them.”

-

“I feel like black families often place higher expectations on black girls than the boys. So if I
would say show up for young black girls in the same ways so they know they are necessary.”

-

“Black women in this town our complexion & darker are NOT protected.”

-

“We are always given lash back for having emotions but we’re supposed to protect our black
kings who date lighter women to avoid us.”

-

“ When we speak on this publicly I feel like it is brushed off & seen as it is coming from a tone of
envy which is a form of gaslighting.”

There was plenty more response from Black girls and women from the 518 that all had their personal
experiences where they felt mistreated for simply existing as Black girls. By the end of the last two
semesters, I had written pieces that directly spoke to the issues my community members voiced to me.
These responses speak to how the world treats us based on their distorted preconceptions of Black girls
and women. These responses informed the way I would create news pieces that spoke to my communities
issues
The Love of Schenectady’s Black Women was first written to explain this
community. It spoke to what it meant for me, as a Black woman from
Schenectady to create news content that centers us.
“My focus on Black women in Schenectady comes from wishing I had an
affirming and loving space with other young Black women in Schenectady where
we learned, studied, and discussed the intersecting oppressions we
experienced.”
This was one of the most important lines I wrote in this piece because it truly
represents my intentions with this work since the start of the program. Through
the first few conversations with community members, I learned so much about
what Black girls and women needed in their news. I was determined to deliver
on that need.
My piece called Colorism’s Impact on the Black women of the 518 was meant to highlight the ways Black
girls and women in my community are impacted by colorism. I even create a visual story to further center
these experiences that impacted my community.
“Living in an anti-Black world as a Black person means a lifetime of
differential treatment. For darker skin people, the negative treatment is
drastically increased. Community members throughout the 518 must protect
and uplift dark skin people, especially dark skin women and girls. The
community must be committed to unlearning and listening.
This requires centering the voices and experiences of dark skin women and
girls in the 518. This requires checking our own biases and prejudices against
those with darker skin. This means actively teaching our children the harmful
impacts of colorism and how not to further perpetuate it. It means community
members taking the issue of colorism seriously and making a concerted effort
in the protection and loving treatment of our Dark skin women and girls in the
518.”

Based on community feedback, my goal for this piece was to stress the importance of community when it
came to colorism in the 518. They knew that the 518 disregarded Black girls, especially those who had
darker skin. This piece was reported based on the comments and messages that my community gave me.
The comments and thoughts I received while talking and engaging with my community are why I decided
to center on Black feminist theory through the process of engagement. One of the key pillars in Black
feminist theory is the collecting and preserving of the Black woman experiences in order to find solutions
and methods to resist societal structures and live beyond them.
All this work led me to come up with the idea of a video series for Black girls and women in the 518 that
breaks down the oppressive societal structures we face and how they manifest in our daily lives as Black
girls and women.

Practicum Work :
I completed the first episode of my three-part video series Distorted Black Beauty where I deconstruct the
experiences of Black girls and women in Schenectady, New York. The series is meant to help Black girls
and women understand that their experience has historical roots. Before starting, I knew I needed
community feedback first.

So I did a Google survey. In this survey, I asked questions to Black girls and women from the 518 about
their experiences. I created digital flyers on canvas, to encourage community members to participate. I
posted these flyers in local groups on Facebook, privately messaged women from my community these
flyers, and posted weekly Facebook statuses to get community members to fill out the survey. I knew it
was important to pinpoint where my community was and what they needed to know in order to center
them in my work.
Throughout this fall semester, I received 27 respondents from my community members. The feedback
was telling because many of the concerns that were presented were similar to the feedback I received
from the start of my engagement work. It also continues to affirm the fact that Black girls and women are
experiencing being othered within the 518:

Here were some written responses :

-

“Women, in general, aren’t protected but as always it’s worse for black women because we are at the
bottom of the spectrum. Everywhere we go there are risk factors, we could be discriminated against,
harassed, assaulted, and there would be no one around to protect us simply because they don’t care.”

-

“Our men constantly put us through tests to prove our love and they don't rally for us in times of need
the way we do them. We are not protected because we are expected to be strong.”

-

“Black women in Schenectady (& other cities) need to have a safe place. Where we can talk & express
ourselves & have our concerns met. There’s a lot of misunderstanding when it comes to black women
& girls.”

-

“I believe the community can listen to Black Girls/Women once as a collective folk recognizes that
muting an entire demographic of people does have a harsh negative impact. Once that has been
recognized there will have to be a lot of unlearning done, however, leading back to my point; the
collective has to recognize that there is an issue, to begin with.”

-

“Yes. I think black women should have a space to share their feelings and thoughts because we
have it tougher than anyone. Everyone assumes we are strong enough to handle our own because
of our “aggressive nature” but in reality we still need people to talk to that share similar
experiences. A space that just allows for women to vent and get things off their chests or
somewhere for women to hear other stories and just connect would mean a lot to so many”

While gathering these responses, I started building out the framework of my video series and set out to
find women in my community to interview. I did another Facebook callout asking community members if
they’d be willing to let me interview them on camera.
The goal of this series was to highlight desirability and class affects Black girls and women by
highlighting oppressive social constructs that are at the root of the negative treatment they receive on both
an individual and structural level.
I had interviews with Black girls and women from the ages 16- 35, from Schenectady, who were willing
to be open on camera about their experiences. With each interview, I connected these experiences through
the structural lenses of Black feminist thought, desirability, and class.
Through deep listening, I hoped to spark community conversations about what young Black girls and
women are going through and find community solutions to get them the help/support they may need.
Through my first episode draft, I got some feedback back about how I was able to unify these individual
experiences shown in the episode. The feedback spoke to how they appreciated that united them in a way
that showed these issues were bigger than our individual selves.
This series was meant to open a bigger perspective of the personal experiences of Black girls and women
who have grown up in and or still live in Schenectady. I remember growing up in Schenectady and
internalizing so many things that were not mine to hold on to. Anti-blackness and misogynoir were
heavily ingrained in me by the time I was 18 years old. I wonder how much I would’ve been able to fully

grow into myself if I had the right language to describe my experiences with anti-Blackness and
misogynoir.
The things that happen to us as Black girls and women do not exist in a vacuum. Many things are at play
when you are navigating through an anti-Black world. Through knowledge and community discussions
we can find ways to support, make space for, listen to and uplift Black girls and women in Schenectady
and the rest of the 518.
While this video series was underway, I decided to create a discord server for my community. Originally I
was going to launch this server at the end of the semester but due to time constraints and lack of
resources, I had to push back the release date of the discord server to January.
The goal of this discord server is to connect Black women and girls from the 518 on a digital platform
that was much more private than a regular Facebook group.
This idea came from noticing how many different Facebook groups existed for this community already
online, I figured that discord could be something new that can really bring them all together. It also came
from the continued feedback from my community of a lack of spaces for Black girls and women to be in
community with one another.

Metrics, Outcomes, and Impact:
Throughout my time invested in covering Black girls and women from Schenectady and the Rest of the
capital region, my metrics to determine outcome and impact were all based on how my community
members responded to my inquiries.
Before starting this graduate program, I worked for a marketing ad agency on the data analytics teams.
One of the ways we determined impact was through Key Performance Indicators that would tell us how
our ads served once published.
When I think of what would be key performance indicators in terms of this engagement work, having
even 5 community remembers respond to call-outs or returning feedback in a piece of content is the best
way to measure the impact that this work is having.
In the year and a half I have spent working with this community, the best way I measured impact was in
the responses /feedback from Black girls and women on the content created. After creating the first
episode of my video series, I sent back the episode to the Black women and girls who responded to my
community survey. I was able to collect their phone numbers so I reached out and asked them their
thoughts and opinions about the first episode.
I was able to get 3 three community members to respond and 11 views on the first episode
Here was a written response from one of my community members :

I also received two audio responses from my community members - you can listen here:
1) Community Feedback #1
2) Community Feedback #2

These responses showed that this content meant something to my community members. When they
mentioned the ways they relate with the stories being told or learned something new, it was clear to see
that my community walked away from my content with a new understanding. Overall they feel as though
their perspectives are being accurately portrayed.
My overall goal was to have an in-personal event where I’d premier the entire series to my community
exclusively but time constraints and resources made that hard to happen. I was able to push back the video
series premiere event to January. I look forward to receiving even more feedback. The responses I have
so far show me that this work means something to my community.

What Has Engagement Journalism taught me?
Throughout this process, I learned so much about my community. I always grew up thinking that nobody
could really understand the things I went through as a little Black girl in my hometown. In my
conversations with Black girls and women from my hometown, I saw a network that could be fostered
and could be the thing to really help so many women and girls.
I realized that the role of journalism has to be so much more than just delivering news. Through my
interpersonal relationship building, I was able to connect with organizations like the people’s perception

project who included me in their own news community engagement project. I connected with Black
women in the community who supported my work and saw its importance.
Connecting with my community even in the midst of a pandemic was difficult. With everything having to
be digital it was hard getting moments to get community members to sit and chat with me. I even
scheduled a community chit-chat over Zoom that resulted in nobody showing up.
With this in mind, I still was able to connect with even a small group of women on Facebook group chats,
or group threads where I read and understood their experiences from their statuses. At one point of this
semester, I was able to get on a live chit-chat on Facebook with one of my community members and
interviewee in the video series Zhane. In this Live we talked about colorism.

This conversation first started after some
disparaging comments about Dark skin women were made on Facebook. Zhane decided to go live to
speak out against them. I joined in and was able to be a part of a community conversation that spoke to
issues that Black women from the area were impacted by.
These are the alternative ways I was able to listen and converse with my community in a close manner.
Over 100 people were turned into that Live. This showed me that engagement journalism requires
journalists to meet our communities where they are at.
The one thing that was a major challenge overall was the lack of resources and the time constraints. I
believe that if this community was able to have a journalist like me conduct weekly chit-chats or host
community events in person, it could develop a space to create news content that speaks to this
community in a way that has never been done before in the Capital region.
I think about the amount of funding that would have been done to conduct community events and do the
marketing in the community to get people involved. Engagement journalism takes time. The kind of
community relationships that need to be built take much more patience and effort because the community
needs to develop trust with you.
Also, building a connection with the community and the news content allows them to look forward to the
work that is being done and reported. Including the community into the news-making process creates a
connection with the work and the community that goes above what the mainstream can deliver.

Overall I believe that engagement work is exactly what this industry needs today. The role of a journalist
has to be community-centered. Having a journalist looking at their work as a service forces us to center
the communities above all else. Sometimes the journalist is gathering resources for a community because
that is what that community needs or the journalist facilitates spaces that are exclusive to their community
because that’s what their community is lacking.
When we transform the role of a journalist beyond just delivering daily/weekly news, we allow
communities to see the values and importance of news and journalism in their space and that is what we
need now more than ever.

